Soil Science: A Scope Broader than Its Identity (A Guest Editorial)
Our planet's soil dowry plays a pervasive and critical role in the sustenance of humankind and character of its cultures and environments. "...The fabric of human life is woven on earthen looms -it everywhere smells of the clay" (Mitchell et al., 1950, p. 3 , as cited by Simonson, 1979) 1 . Despite this holistic view of soil and the diversity of our discipline, the general public as well as many of those in other science disciplines commonly view soil solely as a medium for crop production. From this provincial view, soil scientists are perceived as agriculturalists and the discipline of soil science is identified exclusively with agriculture.
Soil science in the USA, although conceived from the basic and natural sciences, has developed from an agrarian marriage and has been nurtured and matured under the aegis and institutions of agriculture. Similarly, the scientific and professional society serving soil science in America, the Soil Science Society of America (SSSA), was born out of the merger of the soils section of the American Society of Agronomy (ASA) and the pedology-focused American Soil Survey Association in 1936. Thus, both the discipline of soil science and its scientific-professional society in America have developed under an agricultural model and are now seeking a more global identity in the midst of agriculture's bounty, institutional isolation and decreasing constituency.
Clearly, the scope of soil science and the complex problems it addresses have broadened dramatically in recent years. Soil is not only an irreplaceable medium for agriculture, but also a vital component of ecological processes and cycles, a repository for accommodating our wastes, an ameliorator of water quality, an effective medium for bioremediation, a medium on which and in which much of our nation's infrastructure is loaded and immersed, and a medium through which archeologists with the help of soil scientists read much of our cultural history.
To address contemporary agendas, the discipline of soil science is wrestling with changes in its institutions, i.e., academic institutions responsible for its curricula as well as the scientific-professional societies serving soil science. Soil science has a long way to go in promoting its identity and scientific legitimacy. Despite our broadened scope of interests, soil science is still largely perceived as a stepchild of agronomy and commonly practiced in virtual obscurity from much of the public and scientific community.
My point is not that the discipline of soil science should dissociate itself from agriculture, nor that we should uncouple SSSA from the Tri-Society alliance, but that we should promote our identity independent of the use being made of the soil medium. Soil science should stand as a discipline unto itself. We should celebrate and expand on our diversity. I am proposing that we can and must promote a more independent identity for soil science and the SSSA. This can be done while maintaining our affiliation with the ASA and Crop Science Society of America (CSSA). This has been a very healthy, distinguished, and symbiotic relationship, particularly for those soil scientists involved in research and soil management related to crop production and grassland, turf, and forest management. However, as soil scientists affiliated with the SSSA, we have institutionalized our scientificprofessional society and discipline identity with agronomy, thus projecting an exclusively agronomic image. It is my opinion that agronomy should not dominate our identity any more than the areas of environmental science, waste management, or bioremediation. It is the science and diversity of our discipline that should determine our identity, not a use made of the soil medium or the subject areas addressed in our research.
The SSSA membership has recently spoken out on this issue through a questionnaire survey. A preliminary assessment of the responding members shows that they concur that soil scientists have a much broader agenda and interests than our agronomic identity suggests. Only about one-third of the responding SSSA membership (n = 1650) consider themselves involved primarily with agricultural production, while two-thirds of respondents are involved primarily with environmental problems. More than 70% of those SSSA members responding reject the idea that soil science should continue to serve society with a mainly agricultural identity. And more than 90% of respondents feel that soil science should expand its identity to reflect environmental and other subject areas in order to best serve the interests and needs of society. (Continued p. 564) 
